The Benda Illustrations to My Antonia
The meaning of Cather's crucial editorial qualification-My Antonia is only "substantially" Jim Burden's manuscript-is clarified by the most important suppressed passage of the 1918 introduction. While Jim's memories of Antonia ultimately take a narrative form ("I simply wrote down what of herself and myself and other people Antonia's name recalls to me" [1918, xiv] ; "I simply wrote down pretty much all that her name recalls to me" [1926] ), for Cather Antonia's name immediately evokes pictures rather than words: "To speak her name was to call up pictures of people and places, to set a quiet drama going in one's brain" (1918, xii) . Cather stresses her pictorial memories of Antonia in the proposal that constitutes the central fiction of the 1918 preface. The goal of their joint account, Cather tells Jim, will be to "get a picture" of Antonia.
The "pictures of people and places" that shape Cather's memory of Antonia anticipate Antonia's tintypes and photographs in a way that directs our attention to a critically neglected aspect of My Antonia: the novel's illustrations. That the printed text of Jim's manuscript incorporates a series of pictures strikingly like the "old woodcuts" recalled by Antonia's photographs explains Cather' s cryptic description of My Antonia as only "substantially" Jim Burden's story. The pictorial imagery that identifies Jim's "editor" with Antonia and distinguishes the "editor" from the author she introduces suggests that the novel's illustrations are Cather's most important editorial addition to the "substance" of Jim's narrative.
Not only does Cather overtly insist on her pictorial imagination in the 1918 introduction ("To speak [Antonia's] name was to call up pictures . . . to set a quiet drama going in one's brain"), but Jim's literary friend also never promises to write about Antonia when she proposes the joint account, further emphasizing the importance of the novel's illustrations. Agreeing only to "set down on paper" all her memories of Antonia, Cather leaves the matter of her artistic medium open in a way that invites us to take the pictures of My Antonia as fulfilling her promise to provide a separate account of Jim's heroine.
The implicit assertion of Cather's 1918 introduction and of the closing scene dominated by Antonia's "boxful of pictures"-that My The grounds of Houghton Mifflin's opposition to Benda's simple pen-and-ink line drawings varied from year to year. In 1917 the publicity department argued that company money would be better spent on a single substantial wash drawing that could be used as a frontispiece and on promotional posters (TS. 62). When Richard Scaife-a director on Houghton's publicity staff-finally (and rather condescendingly) agreed to print Benda's "little sketches," he refused to pay more than $150 for them, which was the going rate for a single conventional frontispiece (TS. 84). The stingy Houghton Mifflin art budget forced Cather to scale down her original scheme for twelve drawings to the present eight (TSS. 48, 62) . Twenty years after Cather's initial battle with Houghton Mifflin over her "little" pictures, a new threat arose. In 1937 Ferris Greenslet proposed to tap the market for more expensive gift books with a deluxe edition of My Antonia illustrated with color plates by Grant Wood. Cather's response was an emphatic letter insisting that plain Antonia must be saved from flashy color illustrations in general and from Wood's illustrations in particular (TSS. 230, 354) . She concluded with a plea for the permanent retention of the Benda plates.3
Throughout her wrangles with Greenslet, Scaife, and others, Cather consistently defended the Benda illustrations as an indispensable part of her text. When Houghton Mifflin dropped the Benda illustrations in a cheap 1930 reprint of My Antonia (forgetting, however, to delete "with illustrations by W. T. Benda" from the novel's title page), Cather considered the book an unauthorized edition (TS. 199).
The publishing history of My Antonia is important because it reinforces the central fiction of the novel itself. Just as the fiction of My Antonia makes "Cather" responsible for illustrating the manuscript that she introduces and edits, so the actual history of the illustrated text testifies to Cather's exercising authority over the novel's carefully planned pictorial supplement. Cather's letters reveal that she not only independently commissioned the Benda pictures but acted as artistic director of the project. At the same time that she was writing her introduction to My Antonia in late 1917, Cather was closely supervising Benda's illustrations to the novel. From approving Benda's preliminary sketches to making final decisions about where to place the pictures within her printed text, Cather governed the process of illustrating My Antonia quite autocratically. She determined both the old-fashioned "woodcut" style and the separate subjects of the eight-plate series and reserved the right to reject any work that displeased her.
The difference between Benda's typical magazine work and his Antonia drawings indicates Cather's authority over the novel's illustrations. Primarily a decorative painter and an illustrator for magazines like Cosmopolitan, Century, Vanity Fair, and Scribner's, W. T. (Wladyslaw Theodor) Benda probably first met Cather while she was working at McClure's. Unlike the plain pen-andink sketches of My Antonia, Benda's usual pictures in Vanity Fair and other popular magazines are fashionable charcoal drawings. Intricately detailed and reproduced in halftones, these illustrations have a three-dimensional depth and a mimetic sophistication that are conspicuously lacking in the stark black-on-white sketches-with the bold linearity of "old woodcuts"-in My Antonia.4 Significantly, Cather's interest in Benda was provoked not by his conventionally stylish and highly finished magazine pieces but by what were seemingly his most unimportant and minor works. In a letter to Richard Scaife, Cather explains that her plan to illustrate My Antonia was inspired by Benda's work in a novel by Jacob Riis, The Old Town (TS. 63). Benda did two sorts of drawings for Riis: framed, full-page illustrations executed in charcoal (Benda's favorite medium) and reproduced in halftones on glossy paper and much smaller pen drawings ("head-and-tail pieces") interspersed between the lines and in the margins of Riis's text (Riis 21, 104 The importance of "Cather's" editorial role in My Antonia-and the extension of her editorial voice beyond the introduction-is immediately emphasized on the opening page of Jim's story, where "Cather" speaks in a footnote. Cather's note about the pronunciation of Antonia's name not only asserts her editorial presence in the novel proper, but it also suggests the nature of her con- Although Jim condemns the "tyranny" of custom as the most deadly sin of Black Hawk, he implicitly admits his own contribution to it by the virulence of his indictment of the "conventional" town and its "guarded mode of existence" . While he recognizes that the imported southern standards of "respectability" and "refinement" upheld by Black Hawk's transplanted Virginians are as incongruous as the appeals to noblesse oblige and chivalry made in Lincoln by Ordinsky, the Polish violin teacher in love with Lena Lingard, Jim's rebellion against these outmoded codes of gentility never moves beyond self-indulgent brooding. He is finally governed by the same feeling-a "respect for respectability stronger than any desire"-that he contemptuously describes as the chief characteristic of Black Hawk's "young man of position," and Jim's complicity in the town's "wasteful, consuming process of life" is nowhere more apparent than in his relationship with Antonia. Jim's failure to challenge the "stupid" cultural prejudices of his town is summarized by his last word as an author. Amending the title of his manuscript to "My Antonia," Jim simultaneously reaffirms the patriarchal authority of "genteel" Mr. Shimerda ("Who could say so little, yet managed to say so much when he exclaimed, 'My Antonia!' ") and confirms the ethnic hierarchies of "refined" Black Hawk. (In the "good old plantation" tradition, Jim speaks of the "hired girls" of the town as if they were the property of their employers. His references to "the Harlings' Tony," "the Marshalls' Anna," and "the Gardeners' Tiny" preserve "the spirit if not the fact" of the d'Arnault "Big House" served by a "buxom young Negro wench" [185] .)
The social conventions that Jim honors by prefixing the possessive adjective to his title determine the entire course of his romance with Antonia. Jim not only respects the limits that deny Black Hawk's "young man of position" more than a "jolly frolic" with the country girls but continually tries to remake Antonia in the image of the anemic "daughters of the well-todo," who embody the town's ideal of pure womanhood (198) . Threatened by Antonia's pride in her "manly" strength and taste for outdoor work, Jim joins forces with his grandmother to "save" Antonia from "chores a girl ought not to do" (126). Jim's brutal description of Antonia at the plow informs his objections to her "rough ways":
. . . Antonia came up the big south draw with her team. How much older she had grown in eight months! . . . She kept her sleeves rolled up all day, and her arms and throat were burned as brown as a sailor's. Her neck came up strongly out of her shoulders, like the bole of a tree out of the turf. One sees that draughthorse neck among the peasant women in all old countries. (122) As Jim sees it, Antonia's claim to a "man's"
work is more than a violation of Black Hawk's sense of propriety: it is a violation of human nature. Repeatedly warning Antonia that she is being "spoiled" by heavy field work, Jim attempts to subdue the "strong independent nature" that distinguishes Antonia from the town's disembodied "cherubs" (199) . Fastidiously disturbed by the beads of perspiration that gather on Antonia's upper lip "like a little mustache" as she picks vegetables with him in the garden (138) and by the way she eats with noisy relish "like a man" rather than with nibbling female delicacy, Jim is repulsed by the unladylike independence that attracts him to Antonia in the first place. Although he ridicules the notions of "refined" femininity that require the young women of Black Hawk to live like cripples (because "physical exercise was thought rather inelegant for the daughters of wellto-do families," they travel even the shortest distances by horse and buggy), Jim nonetheless worries that Antonia is losing the "nice ways" that distinguish ladies from laborers (125).
In her introduction to My Antonia, "Cather" hints that Benda's "pictures of people and places" provide a needed corrective to the "romantic" bias of Jim's story. To understand the effect of this pictorial corrective, it is necessary to understand the faulty literary vision that the illustrations are expressly designed to offset. The romantic excesses of Jim's narrative constitute an artistic failure that mirrors Jim's personal failure to accept Antonia's challenge to Old South notions of "a lady's privilege" (136). In the same way that Jim's life is tyrannized by "refined" social conventions, the art of his story is dominated by the stale literary conventions of popular and pastoral romances.
Traditional estimates of My Antonia as a "large-minded" celebration of the American West marked by the "yea-saying vision of Whitman" ignore the descriptive cliches, stock characters, and exaggerated Vergilian posturings that pervade Jim Burden's debut as an author (Brown 156; Woodress 179).6 Contrary to Jim's modest claim that his "thing about Antonia . . . hasn't any form," My Antonia is shaped by the forms of two extremely convention-bound literary genres, the pastoral elegy and the dime-novel western. As Robert Taft has noted, cheap dime novels played an important part in the western migrations of the late nineteenth century. By 1884 (roughly the year Jim Burden journeys to Nebraska reading "a 'Life of Jesse James' "), dime novels were being criticized in New York newspapers for breeding eastern discontent and for inspiring young men "to go west and be cowboys" (Taft 358) . While the novel that Jim recalls as "the most satisfying book [he] ever read" may not have inspired his actual trip westward, since he is already en route west when Jake Marpole buys "Jesse James" for him from a railway vendor, it is undoubtedly a principal muse of his recreation of that journey in My Antonia. The influence of Jim's favorite adventure stories is evident throughout his narrative, both in the specific details of his descriptions (Otto Fuchs, for instance, the hired hand on the Burden's farm, is presented by Jim as a "lively and ferocious" cowboy who "might have stepped out of the pages of 'Jesse James' " [6] ) and in the broader vision of "Bad Lands" untamed by citified manners and laws that forms the backdrop of Jim's nostalgic "Western dreams" (370).
The classical studies that Lena Lingard interrupts when she visits Jim in Lincoln would seem to suggest that his "Jesse James" days are over.
The particular chapter of Vergil that Jim is pondering when Lena enters his room, however, sup- Delay not long The mating of your cattle, but supply An oft succeeding offspring to the herd. Faithful to the tradition of "satisfying" dime westerns, Jim's female types are limited to "SnowWhite in the fairy tale" and the "reckless" heroine of Camille (215, 272) . That both types endanger male autonomy-one through domestication, the other through seduction-is the school marm-chorus girl theme of Jim's many narrative digressions. The "revelation" that Jim experiences when he returns to the Georgics after Lena's visit makes the same point as the tale of the "two men who fed the bride to the wolves," Otto Fuchs's story about the "sorry trick" played on him by a mother of triplets, and the history of "Crazy Mary" Benson. Georgic 3, the immediate context of Jim's "precious" recognition of "the relation between girls like those [Lena, the Bohemian Marys, and the Danish laundresses] and the poetry of Virgil," digresses at length to warn readers of the need to curb "mad lust." Cautioning breeders that the "fair heifer," like the "maiden fond and fair," saps male strength, Vergil's poetry "relates" to women like Lena as Jim's narrative does: negatively. Blanche Gelfant's wonderful summary of the moral lesson behind Jim's episodic stories-"the woman must go" (75)-applies equally well to his classical source:
. . naught of discipline so fortifies A powerful beast as that he be restrained From joy of Venus and blind passion's goad, Whether bull or stallion be thy care.
Therefore the bull is exiled and confined
In lonely fields . .
Sight of his female wastes his strength away By slow degrees, and bids him seek no more Green pastures or cool woodlands; for her charm Sweetly entices, and her wooers proud In horn-locked duel the wild suit decide. (79) The In Benda's final scene, the "linear imperialism" of space brought under human control gives way to the unconquered natural anarchy of a prairie blizzard. Limited only by the physical dimensions of the page, Benda's unframed winter landscape extends infinitely in all directions. Distinctions between land and sky obliterated by flying snow, the featureless expanse of the prairie defies artistic definition. In contrast to the constructed pictorial space that shelters the Shimerda family in plate 1, the open setting of Antonia's portrait is notably artless: the landscape of Benda's final scene-the natural whiteness of the book page-both antecedes and overwhelms his art. In this evolution, Benda's art demonstrates its superiority to Jim's. While Jim's narrative ends as it begins, with an assertion that art is a means of fixing or "possessing" reality (Jim's final words return us to the curious possessiveness of his title: "My Antonia" allows its author to "possess . . . the precious, the incommunicable past" [emphasis added]), Benda's art evolves in recognition of a world "outside man's jurisdiction" (7) .
The importance of the artless "white waste" of Antonia's winter landscape is suggested by Cather's first published art review. The white space that represents a December snowstorm in plate 8 alternatively evokes the white heat and "burning sun" of a Nebraska summer in Benda's penultimate plate, the full-length portrait of Lena (illus. 8) . In the 1895 review, Cather describes the crucial difference between the overhead sun to which Lena is constantly exposed and the moments of "magical light" at dawn and dusk that Jim celebrates in his text. When Cather wrote about the annual exhibit of Lincoln's Haydon Art Club in her "As You Like It" column, art was still rare enough in Nebraska to inspire reviews that were more reverential than judgmental. Cather's criticism of a painting on loan from the Chicago Art Institute is remarkable, then, both because it dares to be sharply irreverent and because it contrasts so strikingly with her opening statement about the "privilege and blessing" of seeing portraits by Carl Newman and Weston Benson in the gallery's "inner sanctum": Richard Lorenz's "In the West" is at once strong and disappointing. The worst thing about it is the title. It is a western subject and a western man placed it in an unwestern atmosphere. ... the picture is not western. The impressionists say it is "keyed too low." Whatever that may mean the lights are certainly at fault and the color is too tame. The sunlight is gentle, not the fierce, white, hot sunlight of the West. Sunlight on the plains is almost like sunlight of the northern seas; it is a glaring, irritating, shelterless light that makes the atmosphere throb and pulsate with heat. (125) The "fierce, white, hot sunlight" that Cather stresses in her review informs both Benda's portrait of Lena and Cather's instructions to Houghton Mifflin about its placement in the text: it is to appear low enough on the page to give the effect of a vast open space baking under a highnoon sun (MS. 75)."
The light of Lena's overhead sun illuminates Jim Burden's lyrical descriptions of the "horizontal light" that Benda depicts in plates 2 and 6 (illus. 3 and 7). The golden moments that Jim translates into "picture-writing on the sun"-Mr. Shimerda against a sunset "like the bush that burned with fire and was not consumed" and the "heroic" plow in the center of the red disk on the horizon-point to Claude Lorraine as emphatically as Jim's red "fingers of the sun" point to Homer's "rosy-fingered" dawns (244). The oblique rays of Jim's literary landscapes are an essential feature-or, to use Cather's terms, a standard piece of furniture-of ideal landscapes derived from Claudian pastorals. The magical "sudden transfiguration" of the day that Jim describes in such detail is the traditional "picturesque moment" of dawn or dusk when sunlight joins heaven and earth in an enveloping atmospheric radiance. The fierce white light of Lena's portrait responds to Benda's graphic rendition of Jim's roseate heavenly "fingers" (pls. 2 and 6) with the charge Cather levels at "In the West": limited to the most atypically gentle moments of a scene characterized by "glaring, irritating, shelterless light," Jim's "picture-writing" is skillful but essentially "unwestern." gives a bag of dried mushrooms to Jim's grandmother: in the world of the mushroom gatherer, "things for eat" can be collected like manna (78). In Benda's final scenes, however, the sharp contrast between the shelterless flat expanse of the prairie and the erect figures of Lena and Antonia suggests natural opposition rather than harmony.
The featureless landscape of Benda's final plates provides its inhabitants with neither food nor shelter gratis. The plates that immediately follow Benda's mushroom gatherer insist on the realities of a world where "all things for eat" must be wrested from the soil by brute force (pl. 5, illus.
6: two immense horses strain to pull Antonia's plow through the tough prairie sod) and where arboreal shelters are the products of human art rather than natural munificence (pl. 4, illus. 5: the young pine Jake carries home across his saddle is the first fruit of the Burdens' efforts to "civilize" treeless Nebraska). Antonia and Lena thus respond to Benda's stooped peasant woman by asserting the "masculine" authority-signaled by their unsupported upright stance and their staffs of commanddemanded by a new world where nature is not maternally providential. Benda's full-length prairie portraits repudiate the Wild West illustrations of Jim's "most satisfying book" in the same way that they challenge the idyllic landscape of the mushroom gatherer. The cover illustration of Jim's Lives, Adventures, and Exploits of Frank and Jesse James, crude though it is, summarizes the frontier aesthetic of traditional depictions of the West in American art. Straining to push past a log barrier that the James boys have erected on the tracks, the train that dominates the cover vividly dramatizes the desire to "escape restraints" that Jim Burden describes as the impetus of "every frontier settlement" (209). The impulse to flee the constraints of "smothery" . 84, 26 Nov. 1917; TS. 270, 6 Jan. 1926; TS. 272, 17 Feb. 1926; TS. 273, 9 April 1926; TS. 354, 3 Jan. 1938 . In Cather's letters, see TS. 48, 7 March [1918 ; MS. 58, 18 Oct. [1917] ; TS. 62, 24 Nov. 1917; TS. 63, 1 Dec. [1917] ; TS. 65, 9 [Dec. 1917] ; MS. 69, 26 Dec. 1917; TS. 74, Friday [Feb. 1918] 
